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Figure 3: Locations of Known North Korean Nuclear Test, Research, and 
Main Missile Launch Sites

Note: This map shows North Korea’s nuclear test and research sites and its main missile 
launch sites. In a contingency, China—in addition to the United States and South Korea—would 
try to secure these sites as well as North Korea’s chemical and biological weapons stockpiles.

Source: Adapted from Armin Rosen, “A North Korean Hydrogen-Bomb Test Would Be a 
Game-Changer,” Business Insider, January 6, 2016.
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Ensuring Influence over the Future Disposition of the Korean 
Peninsula

Upheaval in North Korea would throw the future status of the 
Peninsula into question. As noted above, Beijing values North Ko-
rea’s role as a buffer state and would seek to retain that buffer 
or otherwise ensure that a Korean Peninsula unified under Seoul’s 
control would not threaten China.110 Chinese leaders could decide 
to send troops into North Korea to take and hold territory as a 
strategy to gain influence over the future political orientation of 
the Peninsula, or decide to expand its goals to include shaping how 
Korea is governed following an operation initiated with narrower 
aims, such as managing refugee flows or controlling WMD.111 Hav-
ing troops on the ground would give Chinese leaders something to 
trade away in long-term status negotiations in return for the United 
States and South Korea acceding to some Chinese priorities.112 For 
example, Beijing might propose the removal of U.S. troops from the 
Peninsula as a condition for allowing full unification.113 Alternative-
ly, China could annex all or portions of North Korean territory into 
China or install a puppet regime in North Korea that could continue 
to play the role of buffer state. For its part, South Korea could also 
calculate that holding territory will give it more say over who rules 
in North Korea, prompting the military from each nation to race to 
seize territory—potentially resulting in a clash between China on 
one side and South Korea and the United States on the other.114

Chinese Preparations for North Korea Contingencies
China places a high priority on being able to respond effective-

ly to contingencies on its borders, including scenarios that could un-
fold in North Korea.115 Therefore, Beijing has worked to prepare a 
whole-of-government response commensurate with the scale and im-
portance of a North Korea scenario.116 Those preparations include 
roles for China’s military, the PLA; China’s national paramilitary police 
force, the People’s Armed Police; and provincial and local authorities in 
border regions.117 This section details the planning and resources those 
entities have devoted to getting ready for upheaval in North Korea.

One additional factor that will impact China’s military planning 
for North Korea contingencies is the role of the KPA. Cooperation 
between the PLA and KPA has fallen off since the 1980s.118 Based 
on a near-complete lack of mentions in public sources—such as Chi-
nese military documents, biennial defense white papers, and military 
media coverage—it appears the two militaries have not conducted 
joint training or exercises for decades. Instead, military-to-military 
contact appears quite limited and mostly takes place through po-
litical commissars.119 During a contingency, there is little reason 
to believe the two militaries would be in full cooperation or have 
entirely the same goals and objectives in the event of a crisis.120 
They might even end up in direct opposition in certain scenarios. A 
breakdown in KPA command and control during a crisis could result 
in the force fracturing, with some units fighting on while others 
cooperate or surrender. Whether KPA forces will cooperate with the 
PLA during a contingency or instead oppose Chinese intervention 
will constitute a major factor in Beijing’s risk assessment for a con-
tingency.
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People’s Liberation Army

Force Structure and Contingency Planning
The PLA Army, Navy, Air Force, Rocket Force, and Strategic Sup-

port Force would all play a role in responding to a contingency em-
anating from North Korea.* The PLA has officially been in charge 
of border defense duties along the boundary with North Korea since 
the mid-2000s.121 PLA forces assigned to the Northern Theater Com-
mand would take the lead in responding to a crisis, with forces from 
other theater commands tasked to quickly mobilize and reinforce if 
required.122 Three PLA “group armies”—each comprising 45,000–
60,000 troops—are in the Northern Theater Command.123 These 
group armies include artillery, air defense, special operations, army 
aviation, and combined arms brigades.124 The PLA has extensive 
plans for employing those forces in a crisis.125 Analyst interviews 
with PLA officers and Chinese government-connected academics 
have confirmed the existence of Chinese contingency plans for North 
Korea designed to carry out a variety of missions.126 These include 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, peacekeeping, securing 
loose WMD, and environmental cleanup after a nuclear incident.127 
In May 2014, a document purportedly from the PLA that detailed 
military plans for responding to a contingency on the border leaked 
to Japanese news sources, although an official spokesperson for Chi-
na’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs denied its authenticity.128

Reported Mobilization and Exercises
The PLA’s preparations for a North Korea contingency appear to 

have accelerated during 2017, although fragmentary reporting on 
such preparations is very difficult to verify independently due to 
strict media censorship in the area.129 In addition, the PLA conduct-
ed several military exercises to develop operational skills relevant 
to a future North Korea contingency. These include naval exercises 
in the Yellow Sea in August of 2017, cold-weather combat drills in 
November 2017, Sino-Russian missile defense exercises in Decem-
ber 2017, and naval exercises in the Bohai Sea in December 2017.130 
Those events practiced broadly applicable military skills, and Beijing 
claimed they were not aimed at North Korea.131 The official Chinese 
stance has been to play down its preparations for a North Korea 
contingency, presumably to avoid signaling a lack of support for its 
ostensible North Korean ally. In July 2017, Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs spokesperson Lu Kang dismissed reports about preparations 
for war and said the PLA “has maintained normal combat readiness 
and training status along the Chinese-North Korean border.” 132

* The Science of Military Strategy discusses “the wars China may face in the future,” including 
the possibility of “small- to medium-scale, low- to medium-intensity self-defense and counter-
attack operation[s],” one type of which are “border blockade and control operational activities 
triggered by the chaos of war in neighboring countries due to unstable political situations.” Shou 
Xiaosong, ed., The Science of Military Strategy, Military Science Press, 2013, 126–127. Trans-
lation; U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, Roundtable on China’s Role in 
North Korea Contingencies, written testimony of Oriana Skylar Mastro, April 12, 2018, 2.
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Figure 4: Chinese Military and People’s Armed Police Forces near the 
Border with North Korea

Source: Adapted from James Griffiths and Serenitie Wang, “Is China Reinforcing Its Border 
with North Korea?” CNN, July 26, 2017; Jamestown Foundation.

People’s Armed Police
Following a structural reorganization made in late 2017, People’s 

Armed Police forces are now commanded solely by China’s Central 
Military Commission (CMC) rather than under the dual command 
authority of the Ministry of Public Security and CMC. This means 
the CMC has full command over People’s Armed Police forces in 
the case of a border contingency, which it would likely assign di-
rectly to the Northern Theater Command.133 The People’s Armed 
Police has long had a significant presence near the China-North 
Korea border, including at least four border defense regiments. One 
border defense regiment is located near Dandong in Liaoning Prov-
ince; two near Tumen, Jilin Province; and one near Linjiang, Jilin 
Province.134 Dandong and Tumen each have major border crossings 
the People’s Armed Police units would secure.135 In total, People’s 
Armed Police forces number about 50,000 strong in China’s north-
eastern provinces, representing a small but important fraction of 
the 660,000-strong force.136

Provincial and Local Government Preparations
Provincial and local authorities are also preparing for a North 

Korea contingency, getting ready to tackle issues ranging from deal-
ing with refugees to managing nuclear fallout. Since the mid-2000s, 
the PLA has coordinated with provincial and local governments 
near the border on “border defense building” activities, which in-
clude fostering close ties between communities and military units 
stationed in the region.137 According to news reports quoting local 
government notices, authorities in Jilin Province recently started 
reinforcing and building out a network of bunkers and underground 
command posts that can survive air, nuclear, or chemical attacks.138 
A leaked Chinese government document revealed Jilin provincial 
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authorities’ planning for construction of a series of refugee camps 
along the border.139 Other reports show the formation of local bor-
der protection units, classes taught by Party cadres on self-defense, 
and installation of hundreds of cameras as part of a “second-gener-
ation border surveillance system.” 140 Additional reports say China 
also employs drones and patrol cars to monitor the border.141

Authorities are also taking precautions to deal with potential 
fallout from North Korean nuclear tests. After North Korea’s sixth 
nuclear test in September 2017, Ministry of Environmental Protec-
tion officials conducted emergency tests to measure radiation levels 
(which they found to be normal).142 In December 2017, a full-page 
article in the state-run Jilin Daily relayed advice from the prov-
ince’s civil air defense office on how to respond to a nuclear explo-
sion or radioactive fallout.143

U.S.-China Contingency Talks
The United States, China, and South Korea would all likely un-

dertake military responses to most contingencies in North Korea.144 
Indeed, military action by one of those states could be the cause of a 
contingency in North Korea.145 That reality creates a compelling ra-
tionale for contingency talks between China and the United States 
to avoid major miscalculations or misperceptions that could escalate 
turmoil in North Korea into a major conflict between the world’s two 
most powerful states.146 As Yun Sun of the Stimson Center argues, 
“The U.S. and China both have an intrinsic interest in avoiding a 
conflict and therefore should engage each other to achieve better 
understanding of and better coordination with each other. In this 
sense, the contingency dialogue between the U.S. and China is not 
only necessary but indispensable for the peace and stability of the 
region.” 147 Historically, Chinese leaders have been loath to partici-
pate in talks about contingency planning for unrest on the Peninsu-
la.148 Beijing has been reluctant to be seen as actively planning for 
the demise of its treaty ally.149

Some U.S. discussions with Chinese interlocutors have taken place. 
Formats have included both official talks as well as nonofficial Track 
1.5 (government officials and outside experts meeting in their unof-
ficial capacities) and Track 2 (unofficial meetings of nongovernment 
experts) discussions.150 However, those cautious discussions are not 
yet believed to include planners or commands involved in the actual 
plans of either side (e.g., U.S. Forces Korea, U.S. Indo-Pacific Com-
mand, or the PLA’s Northern Theater Command), and likely did not 
reach the depth and breadth of dialogue that would be needed to 
effectively plan and coordinate a response for potential unrest or 
conflict in North Korea.151

Recent U.S.-China Military-to-Military Consultations
Since 2017, Beijing has participated in military-to-military talks 

with U.S. officials that reportedly included discussions of general po-
tential scenarios on the Korean Peninsula.* In August 2017, Chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Joseph Dunford met in Bei-

* Former U.S. officials and experts previously advocated for such talks with China on North 
Korea contingency planning. See, for example, Mike Mullen, Sam Nunn, and Adam Mount, “A 
Sharper Choice on North Korea: Engaging China for a Stable Northeast Asia,” Council on Foreign 
Relations, September 2016.
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jing with the man who was then his Chinese counterpart, PLA Army 
General Fang Fenghui—who was previously a member of the CMC 
and chief of staff of the CMC Joint Staff Department—for talks that 
included the Korean Peninsula as a topic.* General Dunford then 
traveled to Shenyang, the capital of Liaoning Province in northeast-
ern China, where he observed a Chinese infantry unit demonstrat-
ing tactical combined arms maneuvers.152 The demonstration took 
place in the Northern Theater Command’s Haicheng Camp, which 
sits about 120 miles from the North Korean border.153 Afterward, 
General Dunford traveled back to Beijing for a meeting with Presi-
dent Xi.154 Those meetings resulted in a framework agreement set-
ting up a bilateral joint staff dialogue mechanism meant to increase 
operational communication between the two militaries’ highest-level 
national joint staffs, aimed at managing crises, preventing miscal-
culations, and reducing the risk of misunderstandings.155 Neither 
of the staffs involved in this dialogue would be directly involved in 
the planning of force employment for a Korea contingency, but both 
would give guidance for the employment of force and advise their 
national command authority on major strategic decisions. The first 
meeting for that group took place in November 2017 in Washington. 
Lieutenant General Richard Clarke (the Joint Chiefs’ director for 
strategic plans and policy) and Major General Shao Yuanming (dep-
uty chief of the CMC Joint Staff Department) led the delegations.156 
Korean contingencies are likely to have been one agenda item in 
that dialogue mechanism. Those meetings constitute a start, but are 
still only a tentative initial step considering the potential for a crisis 
on the Peninsula and the likelihood of both sides committing large 
and complex force deployments to the crisis.

In addition to talking to China behind closed doors, U.S. policy-
makers have begun to publicly articulate a policy for how the Unit-
ed States would conduct itself during a contingency. Then Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson made public statements in December 2017 
where he offered details about talks with China, saying,

We do not seek a reason to send our own military forces 
north of the demilitarized zone. . . . We have had conversa-
tions that if something happened [on the Korean Peninsula] 
and we had to go across a line, we have given the Chinese 
assurances we would go back and retreat back to the south of 
the 38th parallel when whatever the conditions that caused 
that to happen [are resolved]. That is our commitment we 
made to them.157

Then Secretary Tillerson’s comments constitute the most detailed 
public declaration of U.S. policy on the issue to date. Overall, very 
few details about U.S.-Chinese discussions about a North Korea con-
tingency exist in open sources, leaving analysts to speculate on the 
degree of coordination the two countries could manage in a crisis.

Another unknown is the status of U.S.-China contingency talks 
since the current period of warming China-North Korea ties began. 

* Shortly after the visit, General Fang was purged from his post and later prosecuted for brib-
ery. Charles Clover, “China Puts Senior General on Trial for Bribery,” Financial Times, January 
9, 2018; Bonnie S. Glaser and Collin Norkiewicz, “North Korea and Trade Dominate the Agenda,” 
Comparative Connections 19:2 (September 2017): 21–34; Jim Garamone, “Dunford Stresses Diplo-
macy, Sanctions for North Korea in Talks with Chinese,” DoD News, August 16, 2017.
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Beijing’s reengagement with Pyongyang could make Chinese leaders 
more hesitant to be seen conducting even superficial high-level or 
preliminary talks about North Korea contingencies. Chinese leaders 
might fear that holding planning discussions with the United States 
could undermine North Korea’s trust in their treaty with China.

Implications for the United States
The situation in North Korea is unsettled and could develop in 

three general directions: (1) successful negotiations that produce an 
agreement to resolve the crisis over Pyongyang’s nuclear and mis-
sile programs; (2) a breakdown in talks that results in maintaining 
the status quo in North Korea; or (3) failed negotiations followed by 
instability in North Korea, whether due to a war or to pressure that 
causes Pyongyang to collapse. Regardless of the scenario, China’s 
role will have important implications for the United States.

If talks fail but the status quo continues, China’s approach to 
sanctions on North Korea will be a critical factor in maintaining 
pressure on Pyongyang. Whether Beijing chooses to return to the 
tighter sanctions enforcement that likely contributed to bringing 
Chairman Kim to the negotiating table will have a major influence 
on the overall success of a renewed “maximum pressure” campaign 
to squeeze North Korea.158 If China drops sanctions or simply re-
verts to providing a relief valve for Chairman Kim through lacklus-
ter enforcement, U.S. policymakers could begin to consider a mix of 
incentives and pressure on Beijing to entice China to strengthen 
sanctions enforcement to support a “maximum pressure” strategy.159 
However, convincing Beijing to tighten sanctions has historically 
been a difficult task and will likely continue to be challenging in 
the aftermath of recent high-profile diplomacy between President Xi 
and Chairman Kim.160

In the case of a real contingency requiring the employment of 
force in North Korea, China is prepared to respond to a crisis by en-
tering North Korea and occupying a buffer zone with or without the 
cooperation of the Kim regime, while also securing WMD and asso-
ciated sites. During a crisis, U.S. and South Korean leaders would 
benefit from well-developed plans for deconfliction to avoid contact 
with Chinese forces while still securing allied interests.161 Without 
functioning channels to coordinate a response, the United States, 
South Korea, and China would be left to conduct extremely high-
risk military operations during and after a contingency. Deepening 
U.S.-China strategic mistrust and Seoul’s longtime desire for Kore-
an unification could raise risk levels further, potentially setting the 
stage for a major conflict over North Korea.162 Defense Secretary 
James Mattis has said a war in North Korea would be “catastrophic” 
and “probably the worst kind of fighting in most people’s lifetimes”; 
a wider conflict between major powers on the Peninsula would likely 
be even more costly.163
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